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War and the Politics of Identity in Ethiopia: The making of enemies and 
allies in the Horn of Africa, by Kjetil Tronvoll.  
New York, NY: Boydell and Brewer, 2009. xiv + 239 pp. £40.00 (hardback). ISBN 978 1 84701 612 6.  
TOBIAS HAGMANN, University of Zürich 
Observers of the Horn of Africa are regularly puzzled by the often shifting alliances that materialize 
among regional power holders. While the dictum ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ is often cited 
as an explanation, War and the Politics of Identity in Ethiopia expounds the highly complex processes 
that determine the (un-)making of friends and foes. Drawing on fieldwork in the Tigrayan-speaking 
highlands of Ethiopia (and earlier research in Eritrea), Tronvoll scrutinizes the impacts of war on 
individual and collective identity formation in Tigray and, more broadly, Ethiopia. Most of the book’s 
empirical data concern the dynamics and consequences of the devastating Ethiopian–Eritrean war of 
1998–2000, which claimed an estimated 200,000 casualties. The author situates these events in the 
longue durée of the very close, but ambivalent relations between Tigrayans in Ethiopia and 
Tigrinya-speaking highland Eritreans (known as kebessa) who both inhabit the trans-Mereb area. 
Making use of Fredrik Barth’s boundary concept, the author reviews 150 years of evolving enemy 
images in northern Ethiopia to explore how identity politics create distinction and enmity, but also 
connections and alliances.  
The book’s rich material and carefully elaborated argument can be summarized in four points. First, 
the author explains how enemies become friends and vice versa by redefining their relationships as a 
function of cultural relations and political differences. Eritrea, a former ally of the Tigray 
People’sLiberationFront (TPLF), turned into Ethiopia’s nemesis after 1998 and had to witness how its 
neighbour deported its citizens. In the process the cross-boundary identity shared by 
Tigrinya-speaking Tigrayans and Eritreans ‘was re-conceptualized by the war as a boundary of 
separation and dichtomization’(p. 167). In analogy, while the Tigrayan weyane rebellion of 1943 and 
the TPLF insurgency after 1975 conceived of the Amhara ruling class as a foe, the Amhara ethnic group 
was recast as a friend in the Ethiopian–Eritrean conflict.  
Second, experiences of war and terror shape individual and collective identities of many Ethiopians. 
Hence, the creation of a ‘Tigrayan ethno-political consciousness’  
(p. 93) was intrinsically linked to the TPLF’s armed struggle against the former Derg regime of 
Mengistu Haile Mariam. Moreover, the Ethiopian–Eritrean conflict incited Tigrayans to reflect, rethink, 
and reposition their ethno-political identity in relation to the Eritrean and Ethiopian polities.  
Third, enemy images are the product of overlapping and at times contradictory registers, 
historiographies and narratives. Tigrayan anger at the Eritrean invasion of Badme and other disputed 
territory resonated in cultural concepts related to land (risti), resilience (habbo) and revenge (henay 
mifdai), which were reactivated in the 1998–2000 confrontation. Concurrently, the ruling Ethiopian 
Peoples’Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) –which had for a long time challenged and even 
denied pan-Ethiopian nationalism –suddenly embraced a ‘Greater Ethiopia’discourse to mobilize 
resources and fighters for the war effort, thereby ‘using the very same symbols, the same history, and 
the same personalities as those who built the empire’(p. 152). 
Fourth, political identities in Ethiopia and elsewhere are fragmented by history, conflict, ethnicity, and 
tensions between dominant and subaltern interpretations of self and significant others. As the author 
convincingly argues, competing and at times paradoxical enemy discourses are produced by different 
groups and their elites. Many Ethiopians celebrated ‘Operation Sunset’,duringwhich Ethiopian troops 
recaptured Badme in May 2000. However, the EPRDF was unable to capitalize on these sentiments, as 
many criticized its leadership’s kin-based relations with Tigrinya-speaking Eritreans. Overlapping 
enemy images that fashion current Ethiopian politics refer to the Derg, the Amharized Ethiopian state, 
Eritrea, and the incumbent government. They explain why ‘Ethiopian nationalism today, thus, comes 
in the plural’(p. 207).  
Two critiques need to be levelled against Tronvoll’s volume. First, the author sets out to disprove 
‘cohesion theory’–the claim that intra-group cohesion is enhanced during conflict with other groups. 
Yet much of the author’s analysis of the Ethiopian–Eritrean war could also be interpreted as 
corroboration, and not rejection, of this theory. Second, the book features extensive and fascinating 
interviews that illustrate how ordinary people and government officials perceive identity, politics, and 
war. Unfortunately, the reader is left in the dark whether these quotes are excerpts of recorded 
statements or transliterations by the author and his research assistant.  
In conclusion, War and the Politics of Identity in Ethiopia offers a methodical, original, and highly 
informed account of the contested political identities that have marked Africa’s second most populous 
country in the past two decades. Tronvoll masterfully weaves past and present, local and national, 
individual and collective strategies of identification into an eloquent explanation of how enemies are 
(un-) made in different times and places. He succeeds in making sense of fluid and fragmentary 
identity discourses, which achieve a palpable quality in his writing. This book deserves the attention of 
all students of contemporary Ethiopian (and Eritrean) politics. Moreover, it provides critical insights 
for scholars interested in the ethnography of war, nationalism, and border studies in Africa.  
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